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Abstract 
In the United States, developing human capital for both economic and social benefits is an idea as old as the nation itself and led 
to the world’s first mass higher education system. Now most other nations are racing to expand access to universities and 
colleges and to expand their role in society. Higher education will grow markedly in its importance for building a culture of 
aspiration and, in turn, the formation of human capital, the promotion of social economic mobility, and for determining national 
economic competitiveness. This essay briefly discusses the vital role of human capital for national economies, past and future. It 
also examines the public and private benefits of higher education, the effort of nation-states, and region, to build a culture of 
aspiration, and the convergence of approaches towards building a “Structured Opportunity Market” in higher education. 
Increasingly institutions and developed and developing nations, and, in some cases, supranational entities such as the European 
Union, will move to most if not all of the components of the Structure Opportunity Market; those that don’t will be compelled to 
offer in both domestic and international forums a rational reason why they are not adopting some aspects of the model. The paper 
concludes with a few observations on the emerging and growing higher education system in China. 
 
It is probably not too much of an exaggeration to say that the both the social and economic future of nations and regions will 
depend heavily on the educational attainment of their population, and, as a corollary, both the size and quality of their higher 
education institutions and systems. In postmodern economies, and increasingly in developing economies, there will be growing 
dependency on supported and expanding “knowledge accumulation” that will be vital for greater national productivity and global 
competitiveness. 
 
As the first nation to pioneer the idea of mass higher education, the United States has essentially provided the proving ground for 
the simple idea that the talent, training, and creativity of its citizens is as important a factor for generating economic prosperity as 
a nation’s natural resources, or its strategic geographic location, or its military, political, or cultural influence. 
 
How do economists and historians explain long-term economic growth of nations, and their comparable competitive position? A 
consensus has emerged: one major factor is vibrancy and the maturity of their public and private higher education institutions. In 
the United States, and throughout the world, hard working people are not enough to produce prosperity and vibrant society. There 
is also the culture of aspiration-the sense that the individual has the freedom and the means to better themselves, to advance their 
knowledge, skills, and position in society. 
 
This essay discusses the vital role of human capital in national economies, and provides a brief look at the convergence of 
approaches by national and supranational governments towards a “structured opportunity market,” offering a comparative look at 
the US, the EU, and others parts of the world. 
© 2009 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
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1. Human Capital and Fate of Nations 
In the United States, developing human capital for both economic and social benefits is an idea as old as the 
nation itself. And within the US, the state of California was particularly early in not only recognizing this 
fundamental truth; it was the first to develop a coordinated network of colleges and universities to push access to 
higher education. But it was not until the 1960s that economists began to offer significant analyses of its key role in 
economic development. 
Garry Becker and T.W. Schultz famously offered evidence that more than 30% of the increased per-capita 
income between the 1930s and the 1960s was attributable to increased schooling, and that investment in a college-
educated workforce provided a greater rate of return than any other single investment, such as machinery. They also 
predicted that the private rate of return for an individual of attending and graduating from college would grow 
substantially when compared to those who attained only a high school diploma.ii  
The work of Becker and Schultz, and others, spawned a significant body of economic research on human capital 
formation and the role of education in the US economy, with increasing interest in the link of investment in higher 
education with technological innovation. A 1999 study by Claudia Goldin and Lawrence F. Katz estimated that 
during the last century about a quarter of US growth in income per worker was due to the rise in educational 
attainment.iii 
Similarly, David Mitch found that investment in secondary and postsecondary education in Europe over the last 
century had a large impact on general economic growth, although not as large as in the US.iv “Education plays an 
important role in accounting for the time pattern of economic growth and the cross-country variation in income per 
capita,” explains economist Elhanan Helpman.v And that assertion holds not just for those who attend college; there 
is evidence that in US cities with large concentrations of college graduates, wages are higher for other workers. 
“This implies,” noted Helpman, “that the social rate of return on higher education is higher than the private rates of 
return.”vi 
Other recent studies continue to demonstrate the importance of college participation rates and how they produce 
both private and public benefits vital to nations, particularly those with post-modern economies. The private benefit 
afforded individuals who participate in higher education, and particularly those that graduate with a degree, has 
continued to grow.vii 
While salaries for all Americans have generally been stagnant over the past five years, the gap between the 
lifetime income of college graduates and that of high school graduates has continued to grow and is the highest 
among OECD countries; the income gap is also, not surprisingly, growing dramatically between college graduates 
and the nation’s growing pool of high school dropouts.viii In 2004, the workforce population over age twenty-five 
with a bachelor’s degree had an average personal income of $48,400; those with only a high school diploma earned 
on average only $23,000. ix 
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Those who attend college have, in addition, much higher rates of employment and much greater opportunities for 
both social and economic mobility and status. They also have longer life spans and vote at higher rates than other 
portions of the population. And their children are more likely to attend and graduate from college—essentially 
receiving from the previous generation the cultural capital that spawns a general desire for education and self-
improvement.x 
Arguably, the public benefit of high participation rates is even more important. Society has a vested interest in 
generally encouraging a significant proportion of the population to go to college and gain a degree because college 
education creates a more flexible, talented, and productive workforce, encourages both social and economic equity, 
and reduces unemployment rates and welfare rolls. It places a downward pressure on crime rates, increases social 
tolerance, and correlates with high voter participation and rates of charitable giving. 
These are all general benefits that are now widely recognized by national governments and higher-education 
leaders and advocates. Figure 1. offers a matrix that outlines these and other private and public attributes of high 
participation rates.xi 
2. The Character of Mass Higher Education Systems 
Nation-states are aggressively racing to increase the educational attainment of their populations, expanding or 
building mass higher education systems to help in that cause for the first time. How might we assess nascent and 
mature mass systems of higher education? What commonalities do they have? 
One paradigm offered for simply categorizing the status of mass higher education systems was offered in the 
early 1970s, using a simple definition based on the percentage of the “college aged” population (18 to 21 year olds) 
participating in tertiary education. At that time, the idea of a mass higher education remained fixated on this 
traditional college age cohort. If less than 15 percent participated, then it was elite; if some 15 to 40 percent 
participated, then it was a true mass education system; and if participation of the assigned cohort was over 40 
percent, then it was universal in its character—virtually open to anyone.xii Numerous studies in the 1970s predicted a 
steady progress from elite, to mass, to universal access, and with participation rates of possibly 80 percent among 
the traditional college aged cohort. 
Under the simple percentage paradigm, most of the United States developed mass higher education systems by 
1940, and most state systems emerged as universal access systems before 1970. A state like California, which 
aggressively attempted to expand access to higher education, created a mass system as early as 1935, and a universal 
system by 1960. The UK and most other EU countries, in contrast, entered the realm of mass systems only in the 
1970s. As late as 1965, EU countries had only about 10 percent of the 18 to 21-age cohort in tertiary education (all 
forms).xiii  
There are some problems with such figures and comparisons. Americans have always taken an expansive view of 
what constitutes higher education. Much of the enrolment in the US has been in post-secondary programs that many 
European countries consider more appropriate to secondary education, or that they believe should be defined as 
vocational training. Yet clearly, America has been bold in its attempt to foster both a great variety of educational 
institutions and to encourage participation in higher education. 
A further and more nuanced exploration of the character of mass systems might include other variables related to 
the perceived demand for higher education and its supply. On the demand side, one could weigh three general 
variables: 
 
·Social and political expectations of the population; 
· Perceived labor needs and other products of higher education (e.g., knowledge production and societal and economic 
benefits of science and technology); 
· Broader ideas on the role of higher education in developing civic and cultural values, in promoting self-enlightenment, 
opportunity and equity. 
 
The supply side variables are rather simple, including the organizational structure that might meet demand: 
institutional infrastructure; system governance and mission differentiation; funding capabilities and, I would argue, 
significant institutional autonomy to manage the academic enterprise and sources of funding. 
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In the case of the United Kingdom, for example, the intent to create a mass system arguably officially began in 
1963 with the Robbins Report that presented the case for a significant expansion of the prevailing university system. 
Yet this institutional infrastructure took some three decades to build. In 1963, there were only 24 universities in the 
UK, with six ‘new’ universities being planned. Approximately three-quarters of Britain’s contemporary universities 
and a relatively new non-university sector have emerged over the four decades since the Robbins Report.xiv 
In a rudimentary manner, the three variables noted offer a framework for analyzing the character of mass higher 
education systems and the match between demand and supply. To some extent, the US has been progressive in 
developing both demand and creating the appropriate infrastructure to meet this demand. Indeed, the extent to which 
supply drives demand creates an interesting dynamic. 
Among the supply side characteristics of the US system: a diversity of institutional types, relatively low fees 
(although this is rapidly changing)xv, financial aid programs, local or regional access to colleges and universities, as 
well as a curricular system that enables students to accumulate course credits and allows them to matriculate 
between institutions in their path to a degree. One analysis indicates, for instance, that some 33 percent of students 
who eventually gain a bachelors degree in the US attend more than one institution-a rate unmatched in any other 
part of the world, thus far. 
 
 
Another important aspect to the American system is the relatively high level of mission differentiation. This has 
had a huge affect not only on providing different paths for students of different abilities to enter some form of 
postsecondary education. It has also provided, in association with the ability to matriculate from one institution to 
another, a rationale for the development of so-called elite public institutions-public universities that are highly 
selective and focused on a broad range of purposes, including research and public service. 
In states like California, the pioneering development of the community college in the early part of the 20th 
century proved vital both for expanding access to higher education and solidifying the role of the University of 
California as the most selective part of the emerging mass higher education system. This gave them the major 
responsibility of creating and promoting professional and doctoral degree programs as the state’s primary research 
institution. Regional colleges later emerged, what is now the California State University, as an additional and 
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important provider of higher education, but with a heavy emphasis on teaching. These other vital components in 
California’s mass higher education system were linked by the ability of a student to transfer (or matriculate) 
between, for example, a community college to the University of California. The logic of this system allowed the 
University of California to pursue the emerging American model of the public research university, with teaching, 
research, and public service functions-including interaction and support of local and regional economic players and 
communities. (See Figure 2 for the functions of the American public research university model.) 
Supply and some combination of the demand-side variables noted (the quality of the secondary and lower 
schools, expectations of the population, labor needs, and the political saliency of HE for promoting civically 
engaged citizens, and perceived and real opportunity) are essential prerequisites for mass systems. 
3. Considering the Array of Human Intelligence 
Another prerequisite, I would argue, is an understanding that human intelligence and creativity comes in many 
forms and is decidedly not uniform. Further, depending on socio-economic circumstance, political culture, and many 
other factors, humans develop their cognitive abilities at decidedly different rates over time. 
Understanding, in some form, these differences is one reason nation-states need to develop an array of different 
post-secondary institutions that match the needs of both the student and the future labor market, and more 
importantly society in general. The following outlines different types of human capital, each of which influence the 
path from the school to a post-secondary education, and one hopes a degree, and then to the world of work and 
society. Each is important for the economic development of nations, and creating robust systems of socio-economic 
mobility. 
 
· Cultural Capital, defined as family traits and cultural backgrounds that influence individuals, including perceived ethnic 
and racial ties, language, neighborhoods, and community. An increasing number of studies indicate that what happens in early 
childhood, including socioeconomic and family influences, often determines chances later in life and is perhaps more influential 
than a student’s school experiences. 
· Economic and Educational Capital, the high correlation of family economic background, and educational attainment with 
life chances remains significant in society. While many young people from lower income families often with relatively low levels 
of educational attainment do manage to excel in society (as political/community leaders, as professionals or in business, or as 
academics) the odds are much lower than those from upper income groups, or with relatively high levels of educational 
attainment among family members. 
· Social Capital, essentially behavioral knowledge on how to best use opportunities, to understand the workings and manners 
of society and its institutions, and perhaps most important, the ability to navigate through the treacherous waters of growing 
bureaucracies. 
· Cognitive Capital, the notion that there are different kinds of intelligence. Their distribution is not even, or localized in one 
particular social, racial, or economic group. 
· Aspiration Capital, recognition that social capital and cognitive capital are influenced by ambition. Ambition plays an 
important role, in part influenced by environmental factors (e.g., real opportunities) and by personal traits. The combination of 
social and cognitive abilities with ambition helps explain why a significant number of successful CEOs in the United States were 
not particularly stellar students or did not come from elite universities and colleges. 
 
In a reiterative process, these different forms of human capital, all essential to developed and developing 
postmodern economies, affect the individual’s path to a higher education and are bolstered by effective mass higher 
education systems. 
4. National Higher Education Goals 
National systems of higher education need sufficiently stable organizational structures and levels of funding to 
support and sustain high quality academic programs. It is a decidedly accumulative process of building institutions 
and perceptions and expectations of all sectors of society that a higher education is in reach of the “common man.” 
Yet it is important to note that these evolving systems of higher education must have organizational flexibility to 
meet new and expanding societal demands, and to on occasion anticipate them. One might argue that the 
contemporary proliferation of higher education reforms by nation-states seeks this equilibrium, conditioned by their 
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historical mix of tertiary institutions, their contemporary political culture, and, increasingly, the influence of 
seemingly successful models in other nations. This is creating a sort of convergence in higher education 
policymaking among nations, and in the organization and activities of universities and institution building. 
For example, at the macro-level of national policymaking, and reflecting the political saliency of higher 
education as a primary means for national economic competitiveness, many nations are setting goals for their 
emerging mass higher education systems. The Labor Party’s 1997 manifesto stated a goal of having 50% of all 
younger students participating in higher education (in some form). 
Similar goals exist in many other EU countries (there is no stated goal in the United States at the federal level or 
by state governments, yet). In France, the goal is that some 80% of the secondary school population should enter the 
baccalaureate level; Germany has a more modest 40% target, and Sweden 50%.xvi Informal goals are discussed by 
ministers and proponents of higher education in other countries, such as in Brazil where eventually meeting the 
OECD average of around 30%. 
Such targets are in part framed by the structure of their postsecondary systems; none are based on a carefully 
analysis of the supply and demand related to labor needs. Critics of government induced plans to expand access to 
higher education accurately note that the plots of ministries favor access over quality. Further, that the drive for 
bolstering access to tertiary institutions ignores both the capacity of a nation’s population to actually benefit from a 
postsecondary education, most often linked to the balance of graduates with immediate job opportunity. 
Reflecting similar debates in the US during the 1970s, some observers in the UK, for example, have argued that 
perhaps too many students are entering universities and are, in a sense, over-educated, representing a misplacement 
of resources and unnecessary strains on an over-expanded higher education network of institutions. 
Certainly, there is a need for national systems, and in turn individual institutions, to correlate their degree 
production to, in some form, match existing and perceived labor needs in a country, particularly in professional 
fields—ignoring for the moment global labor markets. But it is also clear that anticipating market needs is a 
precarious and complex endeavor. Who should decide: governments or institutions? Is an undersupply better then an 
oversupply? 
In a number of European countries with traditional ties to command economies (where the national government 
has had a heavy hand in regulating its economy) and where public higher education is dominant, national ministries 
of education (and not institutions themselves) once set quotas and targets for how many students should enter a 
particular field—sometimes by limiting admissions to specific universities and colleges or by restricting funds for 
student positions. 
But this has often led to a suppression of demand. In fields such as the humanities, social sciences, and even in 
science and engineering, matching supply and demand is difficult to assess. Particularly at the undergraduate level, 
students gain knowledge and skills with wide and often serendipitous uses over their working careers—a trend that 
will become more dynamic in the coming years. National governments tend to see the advantages of an oversupply 
and, I would argue, they are correct. As we have discussed, there are many benefits to higher levels of educational 
attainment that largely outweigh problems with, for example, temporary mismatches between graduates in specific 
fields and immediate job opportunities. 
Cultural differences abound in the socioeconomic aspirations of the population in different nations. The United 
States offers one case example. In part because of the relatively low social consciousness of class differences, the 
historically robust nature of its economy, demographic trends (including succeeding surges of immigrants), and 
arguably, because of its particular mass higher education system, one sees incredibly high rates of socioeconomic 
aspirations among Americans. Indeed, their aspirations exceed the ability of the contemporary economy to actually 
fulfill their expectations. 
Data from the OECD indicate that the occupational expectations of fifteen year olds in the United States are that, 
by age thirty, 80% anticipate high-skilled jobs that require postsecondary education. Figure 3 provides a barometer 
of aspiration among a population, reflecting the perceived opportunities in the job market, and the perceived 
accessibility of higher education for those anticipating a high skilled job. Only 8% believe they will have white-
collar low-skilled jobs; a meager 6% expect to be in low-skilled service and manual labor jobs. In contrast, 57% of 
those in the United Kingdom expect to have high-skilled and professional jobs; in Sweden, the figure is 63% and in 
Germany and France 49%.xvii 
A close analysis of labor needs in postmodern economies like that of the United States indicates that the job 
expectations of America’s youth are probably unrealistic. According to one perhaps conservative projection, only 
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21% of the U.S. job market in 2010 will require a bachelor’s degree or higher. Only 13% of jobs will require sub-
baccalaureate degrees and credentials. That leaves some 66% of the job market requiring a secondary diploma or 
less, although prospective employees can depend on employers for training.xviii 
Yet we know, as discussed previously, that encouraging educational aspirations benefits the individual, society, 
and the economy in a variety of ways. Generally, estimates of the future educational needs of a national workforce 
outline minimum requirements. In an analysis of the difficulties of projecting the need for college graduates, 
Economist John Bishop notes that the Bureau of Labor Statistics and other projections have a track record of 
underestimating market demand. “The task of projecting the number of jobs ‘requiring a college degree’ into the 
future is essentially impossible,” he notes. Employers set out minimum requirements for a particular job but almost 
always desire the most educated and competent worker they can possibly hire.xix 
 
 All Students 
White collar high 
skilled 
White collar high 
skilled 
White collar high 
skilled 
White collar high 
skilled 
OECD Countries     
Australia 65.0 11.7 10.4 12.9 
Canada 70.9 10.2 7.1 11.8 
Denmark 58.5 17.5 19.6 4.3 
Finland 60.4 15.8 12.2 11.5 
France 48.9 14.7 9.9 26.5 
Germany 48.8 20.9 17.2 13.2 
Italy 69.1 15.2 5.8 9.9 
Japan 45.8 12.9 4.0 37.4 
Spain 66.6 12.2 8.2 13.1 
Sweden 63.2 10.3 8.1 18.5 
United Kingdom 57.1 16.3 7.6 19.0 
United States 80.5 8.2 5.1 6.2 
Country mean 62.2 13.9 10.1 13.8 
 
Fig.3 A Barometer of Aspiration: Percentage of 15-Year-Olds’Occupational Expectations by Age 30 in 
Selected OECD Countries (2000) 
Source: Education at a Glance (OECD 2004) 
 
To be sure, there are dangers in creating a caste of overqualified (the term overeducated seems to relegate 
education to a strictly vocational purpose) workers in terms of an overinvestment in an individual’s education and 
training and in the potential mismatch of personal ambitions with actual job possibilities. The archetypal example is 
the history or English Ph.D. who has invested eight to ten years of post-baccalaureate education, only to drive a taxi 
in the immediate aftermath of graduation. 
We also know that the postmodern economies are constantly changing, and most workers will switch jobs 
numerous times during their careers; in the face of that fact, it’s reasonable to assume that for most workers, the 
more education, the better. The old paradigm “once a factory worker, always a factory worker” or “once a plumber, 
always a plumber” no longer applies. 
Education, and postsecondary education in particular, offers an avenue for general edification, with its own 
merits for the individual and the possibility of additional socioeconomic mobility in the future. And from a purely 
economic viewpoint, it offers the best chances for improving worker productivity and for fostering the 
entrepreneurial ethos. And although there are limits in the job market for those with higher education degrees, there 
is also evidence that this cohort is more likely at least to be in the labor force. For example, in the United States, 
participation rates among twenty-five to sixty-four year olds with upper secondary education are about 60%; among 
those with postsecondary education experience, the rate is 88%, and for those with university-level experience, the 
rate exceeds 90%.xx. 
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One might also argue that robust levels of postsecondary education, and the promise of access, are particularly 
important in postmodern economies that are or will experience a large influx of immigrants. The dynamic in 
relatively open societies and developed economies is that in-migration of foreign nationals correlates not only to job 
opportunities and improved standards of living; it also correlates with rising educational levels of native populations, 
and a corresponding expansion of high-skilled service and high-technology sectors. 
Although some immigrant groups are highly educated and fill job needs in high-skilled and professional areas, 
more often they provide a labor force for low-skilled jobs that grow as the national economies of these countries 
grow. This is a dynamic long prevalent in the United States but relatively new in the European Union and other 
OECD countries. Robust mass higher education systems help in the assimilation of these new populations and other 
disadvantaged groups. They help mitigate a sense of permanent lower or ethnic class or caste. As the process of 
globalization continues, marked by increasingly open markets and the flow of migration, education in all its forms 
will increase as a tool of creating a healthy, more equitable, and productive society. 
5. Seeking a Structured Opportunity Market in Higher Education 
The command economy approaches to creating and regulating mass higher education in many parts of the world 
are withering. What is emerging is what I have called a “Structure Opportunity Market” in higher education—
essentially, a convergence, in some form, in the effort of nation-states to create a more lightly regulated and more 
flexible network of public higher education institutions. 
The components of a Structured Opportunity Market is not so much a reality in much of the world, but a 
powerful model that is slowly emerging, shaped by universal ideas on what works most effectively in the pursuit of 
both broad access and high quality and productive universities and colleges. Reforms by governments and 
educational institutions adhere to local political and social cultures, but they are increasingly informed and shaped 
by powerful ideas on the successes, and failures, of other nations or by institutions such as MIT or Berkeley, or 
California’s pioneering idea of the community college. 
Some have called this the “Americanization” of higher education, in part because of the iconic and, dare I say, 
somewhat romanticized advantages of the US model. But I would argue that that characterization is a misnomer, in 
large part because some of the most dramatic higher education reforms are occurring in other parts of the world, 
providing the new models in key areas such as access and financing. What is emerging is a much more dynamic and 
global policy-transfer environment. 
The Structure Opportunity Market is my way of attempting to capture some of the seemingly universal aspects of 
this quasi-process of convergence in national approaches to higher education-always mindful that similar broad 
approaches will not result in a single international model. Political culture and socio-economic factors, along with 
the legacy of past institution building, are too powerful and important for that. At the same time, political and 
economically unstable parts of the world will lag considerably, seemingly left out of the globalization process. 
With those caveats in mind, I will say is that increasingly institutions and developed and developing nations, and, 
in some cases, supranational entities such as the European Union, will move to most if not all of the components of 
the Structure Opportunity Market; those that don’t will be compelled to offer in both domestic and international 
forums a rational reason why they are not adopting some aspects of the model. 
In ten years, I predict that most national systems will include the following-or will articulate why they are the 
exception to an emerging rule. It is a look into the future that, admittedly, is already partially fulfilled in many parts 
of the world, but certainly not all. 
a. Shaping the Higher Education Market 
What is emerging is a decidedly more consumer driven approach to enrollment management, but with various 
budget and structural limits, usually including, 
 Establishment or expansion of an Open Access provider. 
 Fostering greater Mission Differentiation among existing and future higher education institutions. 
Market and government induced Mission Differentiation, in turn, 
 
·Helps to match student skills and interests to academic programs. 
· Helps to keep the focus of institutions on their role in a larger system of higher education-in theory-and recognition that that 
not all universities can or should be full-fledged comprehensive research institutions. There is a need for primarily teaching 
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institutions with a liberal arts, or those that focus on a applied training program in engineering and the sciences, or that provide 
vocational programs and language and enculturation curriculums, or some combination of all of these. What is clear is that 
nation-states can neither afford this model, nor can the academy produce across the board high quality research that justifies such 
a large investment of public funds. 
· Mission differentiation, along with the transfer/matriculation function (see below), helps to rationalize the investment in 
highly selective public universities-that they are part of a logical larger and coherent mass higher education system. 
 
 Providing significant Institutional Autonomy for public higher education institutions to manage academic and 
financial affairs, and to determine which ways to best interact with society and the private sector will likely prove a 
deciding factor in which nation-states build universities of the highest quality. 
Even nation-states with a tradition of command economies and heavy government regulation of higher education 
are recognizing that nurturing the university sector, and the development of internationally productive and 
competitive higher education institutions, requires greater freedom for institutions to manage their own activities. 
This manifests itself in a number of ways in both financial and academic affairs, but a primary gauge of the quality 
of an institution is the degree of freedom afforded faculty, and the collective ability of those faculty and academic 
leaders to, for example, say yes to private sector collaborations, and to say no if the arrangement infringes on 
academic freedom and management of the institution. 
 Allowing for a well regulated non-profit and a for-profit Private Sector. 
Nation’s without quality non-profit and for-profit institution suggest they suffer from a lack of both flexibility 
and an understanding of the value of an array of higher education providers. On the other hand, nation-states that 
have a proliferation of for-profit higher education institutions generally indicate a lack of significant efforts to build 
their public mass higher education systems. Over dependence on general high cost and moderate to low quality for-
profit institutions, which largely primarily seek profit by offering services as cheaply as possible, generally suggests 
a failure by nation-states to aggressively expand their public mass higher education systems. 
 Supporting Institutional and Regional Experimentation is also a vital component for nation-states. 
They must be ready to support innovative approaches to expanding access, new institution building, fostering 
high quality research, and greater levels of interaction with local, regional, national, and global businesses. This 
often requires a redefinition of the relationship of national governments, and their ministries, with regional 
governments, and with institutions. For example, allowing for greater regional experimentation—often a difficult 
political process—provides for a greater sense of competition among regions and, in turn, adoption of best practices 
as they emerge. 
 Particularly at highly selective public universities, there is a growing effort at some form of Affirmative 
Action, with the purpose of accounting for socio-economic and racial factors in admissions, and expanding the 
number of disadvantaged students. 
Simplistic approaches to expanding access to these groups includes quotas; more sophisticated approaches look 
at the variety of factors that gauge not only the likelihood of a student succeeding and graduating from a university, 
but also: a) their ability to overcome hardship, their motivations, and their academic and civic engagement once at a 
university; and b) how a public university might best shape and influence the society it serves, including the goal of 
greater socio-economic mobility. 
 Most nation-state efforts to build the vibrancy of their higher education systems will include a concerted role 
to Enroll International Students and Seek Creative Ways to Retain the Best and Brightest in Their Own National 
Economies after graduation. 
Many components of the Structured Opportunity Market relate to a concerted effort to not only generate native 
talent, but to retain high quality students who, increasingly, have international options and recognize quality 
institutions as having high levels of autonomy and academic freedom, or greater financial resources and 
international desires. At the same time, international talent, both in terms of students and faculty, will increasingly 
evaluate the vibrancy of not only selective research universities, but also the quality of national systems of higher 
education, as important in their decision where to go. 
 As nation-states rapidly grow their higher education systems, there must be Concerted and New Efforts at 
Institutional Coordination. 
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This can be manifest in dual-enrollment programs, the sharing of facilities, to larger policy realms such as the 
creation of shared admissions requirements or a single administrative unit for applying to multiple institutions, as in 
England. 
b. Curricular Reform 
As we have discussed, the academic and social abilities of students vary greatly. This requires different types of 
institutions and, to avoid socio-economic tracking, some curricular link that can help them come in and out of a 
higher education system, depending on their maturation and their aspirations. In part of these reason, one sees, 
 Efforts at some form of Degree Compatibility, a la the Bologna Agreement. 
Different national, and even institutional, approaches to the time to degree, and the meaning of a degree, are 
giving way to some form of international standardization. This is important for the student as it creates a larger 
understanding in a globalizing economy regarding the meaning of a degree; it is important for institutions as it 
usually includes a review of curriculum and its purpose. 
 The ability for students to Bank Credits. Degree compatibility and banking credits, along with mission 
differentiation, provide for: 
 Emerging schemes for a Transfer/Matriculation Function among different types of institutions (typically a 2-
year program to a 3 or 4-year university, but not exclusively). 
 The revisiting of the curriculum and education program leading to a degree, including the need of some form 
of General Education even in 3-year undergraduate programs focused on a specific field. Essentially, there is a 
growing need, and greater recognition by the academic community and private sector, for a more broadly educated 
engineer or scientist, for example, including training in business economics. 
c. Higher Education Funding and Access 
Increasingly rely on diverse funding sources, including a Moderate Fee High Financial Aid Model, will be a 
major determinant for pursuing both a high access and high quality higher education market. Creativity in the 
funding of higher education is extremely important and is, in fact, perhaps a determiner of the future vibrancy and 
efficiency of mass higher education systems, and all forms of postsecondary institutions. 
 Seeking a greater Diversity of Funding Sources, and not simply relying on government to provide the vast 
majority of funds, as in the initial era of building most mass higher education systems, is already widely understood 
as a major new development vital for most higher education institutions-and in particular research universities. 
Government needs to be a consistent provider of a substantial portion of the costs, and make steady investments 
in both operating and capital costs, preferably in relationship to student enrollment workload and other factors. But 
vibrant higher education institutions will seek other sources; those that don’t, or are restricted by governments 
and/or political cultures fixed solely on government sources of funding will be much less competitive than in other 
countries or regions. 
 Most nation-states will or are pursuing a Moderate Fee and High Financial Aid Model, with the fundamental 
and vital concept that tuition and various fees form a means for income redistribution and supporting lower income 
students and others from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Charging tuition is influenced by the idea that assessing the cost of education for average student at an institution 
and the proper distribution of that cost to society, to institutions, and to individuals who benefit from access to this 
public good. For most institutions, fees will come to represent between 10 to 30 percent (or higher) of an 
institution’s total revenues. 
In many nations, there is vehement opposition to any form of fees for higher education, reflecting the values of a 
largely post-World War II culture in places such as Europe that view education as a public good that should be fully 
funded by governments. But that ethos is eroding; the path breakers include Australia, England and Germany, the 
Netherlands, and perhaps soon France-all nations where the support for university fees via legislation would have, at 
one time, been the effective end of politicians’ career. 
The key to any fruitful discussion of the role of fees is to clearly understand that it is not just about generating 
new revenue, any or all discussion and analysis of the introduction of fees, or their expansion, must be accompanied 
by their potential use to substantially defray costs for underprivileged students and other targeted populations. 
Indeed, clearly linking the goals of both increasing funding, via tuition or other sources, with access is extremely 
important both for keeping the larger mission of institutions always in the forefront, and for political reasons: fees 
must equate, in some form, to a redistribution of wealth and privilege, a concept that helps expand the political 
viability of new forms or increases in fees and tuition. 
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 At the same time, nation-states must Avoid Overly Complicated Admission and Financial Aid Policies. 
This returns us to the issue of institutional coordination and collaboration. If admissions policies, and most 
financial aid, are largely the discretion of individual institutions, the result is confusing tangle of requirements for 
students, and a path to higher education that has a larger negative effect on students from lower-socioeconomic 
backgrounds. 
 With increased autonomy, including the introduction of new sources of funding such as tuition comes a need 
for public universities and colleges to become More Transparent in Most Academic and Financial Activity. 
The need to be more publicly accountable has led to an increasing array of regulations by nation-states, some of 
which are extremely interventionist-such as in England. Institutions themselves need to be more creative and 
collaborative with other like universities to expand the dialogue about accountability so that it is more a bottom up 
process than a, thus far, largely top-down intervention by government. 
 Finally, a key component for pursuing a greater diversity of funding sources, and an infusion of funds for 
enrollment and program growth, are more liberal Tax Policies that Benefit Higher Education and Students. 
Many nation-states are just now seeing tax policies as not simply a tool for generating revenues for government-
funded services, but as a major influence on markets and individual behavior. Tax credits for students and their 
families will grow as a method to support lower income families, and to promote access to higher education. 
Many nation-states will also provide, or are beginning to include, tax credits for individuals and corporations for 
funding university based research activities and capital costs, or for establishing and funding endowments. 
Beneficial tax policies will become increasingly a part of an expanded portfolio of funding sources for institutions. 
Most governments in developed and increasingly in developing economies are moving toward most of these 
elements of this structured higher education opportunity market, or at least they are a topic of discussion, including 
supporting some grouping of postsecondary institutions open to all graduates of secondary schools. In much of the 
world, including Europe, the lack of a viable, and culturally acceptable, alternative to the university, and a one-size 
fits all mentality, means a negative drag on expanding access, and, in some cases, an overload of students in over-
extended and financially struggling universities. 
Europe, for example, is arguably still too top heavy in its higher education systems; meaning that the only major 
form of a higher education experience is to enter a university. In a growing number of nations, alternative 
postsecondary institutions are emerging, where a secondary diploma is not a requirement for an expanding array of 
postsecondary programs. There are, of course, constraints on the ability of students to enter specific universities or 
other institutions determined by admissions standards, financial aid, institutional financial resources, physical 
capacity, and other limits. But most nations are committed to broad access and aggressively pushing demand. Why? 
As noted previously, the reasons transcend immediate or even long-term job-market needs or the recognition that 
most workers will change jobs numerous times in the course of their working lives, often with the need for 
retraining under the rubric of lifelong learning. The primary reason is the desire to promote a culture of aspiration, 
which in turn influences socioeconomic mobility and creates a more talented and entrepreneurial population, global 
competitiveness, and the hope for a more prosperous and equitable society.xxi 
This ethos is front and center for many EU member states in their conscious efforts to boost participation rates 
and refashion their national higher education systems, often battling the legacy of overt class distinctions and biases. 
“All those who have the potential to benefit from higher education should have the opportunity to do so,” states an 
influential white paper issued by the Labor government in England in 2003. “This is a fundamental principle which 
lies at the heart of building a more socially just society, because education is the best and most reliable route out of 
poverty and disadvantage.” xxii  In effect, the goal of most postmodern governments, with only the tacit and 
sometimes reluctant support of the higher education community, is even larger in scope: to make broad access to 
higher education, or at least the opportunity at virtually any age, a part of citizenship. Just as compulsory education 
has moved from the elementary school level to the first two years of secondary school in most OECD countries, 
perhaps it will eventually include some form of postsecondary education. Alone, the economic arguments for such a 
policy shift are, in the contemporary era, not convincing because not all jobs require such an expansion. 
But the extension of compulsory laws to secondary schools in the early twentieth century was not explicitly 
formulated for economic reasons alone; rather, it related to broad ideas of citizenship, to fostering equality and 
socioeconomic mobility, and to assorted other national priorities, including the integration of immigrant populations 
in America. 
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6. Comparing the US and China 
What are the potential lessons of the long-term effort in the US, and in mega-states like California to build higher 
education systems, for China—an emerging economic behemoth undergoing an impressive and sometimes difficult 
transition? 
Data collected by international agencies such as the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
the World Bank, and UNESCO help to illustrate that China and the US are at very different stages in their 
movement toward mass higher education. In 2000, the average years of school among China’s population was just 
less than 6 years; in contrast in the US it was 12.25. Yet there is tremendous change, particularly in the expansion of 
education among China’s younger population. 
World Bank data indicates that in 2002 the percentage of students enrolled in secondary education in China was 
approximately 67 percent, in contrast to 92 percent in the US. Clearly the secondary schools, their quality, access, 
and rate of graduation, is the essential building block for expanding access to higher education. In part reflecting the 
different rates of high school participation, China had approximately 12 percent of the traditional college age cohort 
(18-24 years of age) enrolled in tertiary education. More recent data indicates that it may have jumped up to 22 
percent-a substantial increase if this is correct. The US participation rate is approximately 38 percent, and there is 
also a sizable population older than 24 years of age enrolling in higher education-in degree programs or in 
“continuing education” programs often geared toward professionals. 
These differences in higher education participation rates are further illustrated in the size of the enrollments in 
each country. With a population of some 1.3 billion China has approximately 8 million students in higher education; 
the US has a population of nearly 300 million and some 19 million enrolled in its colleges and universities. 
California, the largest state in the American union in the size of its population and economy (if California was a 
nation it would rank seventh in the size of its economy), has nearly 35 million people and 2.9 million students 
enrolled its higher education system—with some 90 percent in one of the three public higher education segments. 
A simple observation is that China is at a nascent stage in its trajectory toward its own mass higher education 
system when compared to the United States. For example, in 1920 just over 8 percent of the college age cohort in 
the US where in a tertiary institution. By 1930, that figured had increased to just over 12 percent-approximately the 
figure for China in 2000. By 1960, and with the large-scale investment by state governments in building multi-
campus systems of higher education, the figure in the US jumped to 30 percent. In 2006, as noted, it is around 38 
percent. 
At the same time, China, like most other “transitional economies” including India, have placed heavy emphasis 
on the building of science and engineering programs within its university sector. The dramatic growth in the Chinese 
economy, estimated at approximately 9.8 percent in 2005, and the conscious investment in building the nation’s 
high technology capabilities creates a symbiotic relationship between industry and universities.xxiii As a result, while 
overall participation rates in tertiary education are relatively low when compared to the US and much of the 
European Union, the production of researchers now employed in some form of Research and Development (R&D) 
is significant. 
According to World Bank data, China has some 810,000 researchers in R&D related sectors of the economy; the 
US has nearly double that, but China has climbing engineering rates that are similar to the US and competitive with 
most EU nations.xxiv 
7. The US and the Comparative World 
There is a story in the statistics on access to higher education in the US. America has been a pioneer in creating 
mass higher education, but it has also slowed down significantly in its expansion of higher education opportunity. 
America’s plethora of colleges and universities and relatively high participation rates has long been a bright spot in 
the American experience. However, there are indicators of stagnation and actual decline in US postsecondary 
participation rates, particularly among younger students. And when compared to many members of the European 
Union, and in general the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development-a consortium of 30 nations 
with developed economies-the US has lost its long held leadership position. 
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More students today are part-time, and more are in two-year colleges; the wealthiest students are in the four-year 
institutions and students from lower and even middle-income families are now more likely to go to a two-year 
college, less likely to earn a bachelors degree, and now take much longer to attain a degree than in the past.xxv 
In contrast, within a comparative group of fellow OECD countries, on average almost 50% of this younger age 
group participate in postsecondary education, and most are enrolled in programs that lead to a bachelor’s degree. 
Perhaps most importantly when compared with other industrialized nations, in 2002 the United States ranked only 
13th in the percent of the population that enters postsecondary education and then completes a bachelor’s degree or 
higher.xxvi In other words, the US has decently competitive rates of participation in tertiary education, but meager 
and declining rates of actual degree attainment—particularly in a number of large and important states. 
Why the decline in the relative position of the US in participation and, most importantly, completion rates? 
Increasing fees and student debt burdens are part of the answer-but not solely as some seem to argue. Demographic 
changes, increases in poverty rates, lack of investment by government, and rising costs in higher education that 
reflect roughly that of other sectors of the economy that depend on high skilled professionals and increasingly 
focused on science and technology are also part of the answers. But perhaps the single largest culprit is the dismal 
high school graduation rates that include huge disparities between income and ethnic groups.xxvii  
8. China’s New Beginning 
In contrast, China is entering a new stage in its political and cultural development, and it its conscious effort to 
build and expand it higher education system—an effort in part informed not only by the experience of the US, but 
by other international models and, increasingly, with the participation of universities from outside of China. The 
recent reforms in Chinese higher education provide a new structural framework, in a sense a new beginning that 
reflects, to some degree, a global convergence or consensus on how to mature national higher education systems—
although within the cultural and political context and needs of China. This has included a move towards 
decentralization of authority from the central national government ministries to the various provinces, creating a 
two-tiered administrative structure. There has also been the significant merger of universities and various tertiary 
programs, with approximately 612 institutions merging to become 250. 
In China, fees have been introduced as one means to diversify the income sources of institutions—once thought 
impossibility but now a trend found in many other countries. To some degree, universities have also been granted a 
more significant level of autonomy to build and manage their academic programs. There has also been a more active 
and strategic attempt by institutions and by the local and the central governments to have higher education meet the 
needs of an increasingly more market-based economy. And there is a relatively new effort to have the various higher 
education institutions in a region to hezuo. In some aspect, hezou mirrors the effort in the US during the 1950s and 
into the 1960s to create multi-campus systems that shared resources and governance structures to encourage 
efficiencies—a reorganization that had already occurred in California. 
Some degree of decentralization, some degree of mission differentiation among institutions, the move to great a 
network of high quality and selective comprehensive universities, to see the collective network of higher education 
institutions as one system with shared values, and the desire to expand access and to enhance the autonomy of 
institutions in developing their academic programs—these all reflect aspect’s of California’s system as it grew over 
the past century and a half. 
Each of these building blocks for a vital higher education system also should be built with an eye not simply on 
creating a competitive workforce and meet the direct needs of industry, or to create a more educated citizenry, or to 
simply create new knowledge. All of these goals are extremely important. But the broader, overarching goal is to 
nurture a culture of aspiration. Expanding access to higher education is, thus, an essential ingredient in this goal, and 
it includes the development of multiple ways for students to enter and move within a higher education system. 
However, equally important is the creation of high quality and focused institutions—the comprehensive university 
that is devoted to both research and teaching, the more vocationally oriented institutions, and a network of colleges 
that offer an “open door” for students who have not yet found their talent or face economic hardship—essentially, 
one of many entries into the larger higher education system. 
The organizational reforms in China, along with a growing liberalization of academic freedom and the expanding 
international exchange of scholars, create a “new beginning” for Chinese higher education. From an outsider’s 
perspective, this new beginning seems both viable and central to the nation’s economic future, and its social and 
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cultural future. But being in the nascent stage of a long-term trajectory toward a widely accessible and vibrant 
higher education system also means a wide spectrum of problems and challenges, including: 
 
· Providing access to underserved socio-economic groups. 
· Meeting the educational needs of both urban and rural populations. 
· Attention to balances between degree production and labor needs. 
· Creating financial support systems that support excellence within universities and avoid heavy debt among students and 
their families. 
· Improving management and governance mechanisms that promote high quality institution building. 
· Planning long-term enrollment and program growth within institutions that is not too rapid. 
 
In one form or another, all of these challenges confronted those who built California’s higher education system 
and they remain salient. There is no final organizational structure, no final approach to balancing access with quality 
in higher education systems. It is an evolving paradigm in which higher education, in partnership with government, 
industry, and society in general, seeks to anticipate and react to technology, to labor needs, to research and the 
production of new knowledge vital to nations and to the world. 
There is one other lesson perhaps worth noting from the experience of California, and that of the United States in 
general, in building a higher education system: building a network of colleges and universities that meet the needs of 
society takes a long time. It requires a vision and a lengthy period of steady financial investment and a sense of 
stability within the academic community that promotes creativity and experimentation in both the sciences and the 
social sciences and humanities. It also requires a balance of the proper level of institutional autonomy with 
government and, more specifically, public oversight. 
Government, whether at the national or the regional level, is ultimately responsible for the organization and 
development of higher education in every nation. But it must treat higher education not as simply another social 
service or public good—it is not like the transportation, or health care. The trend is clear: those nations with the 
most vibrant higher education systems, and with the highest quality and most productive universities (like the 
University of California) have a proper balance of independence in crucial academic decisions and clear 
understanding of their responsibilities as public institutions. 
Where once China was an enigma for the US and the West, its doors largely closed to the outside world, now 
those doors are opened wider and there is great interest in the exchange of not only goods, but also ideas and 
institutions. America’s universities and colleges offer lessons on how to build higher education institutions and great 
universities. But it is not a one-way street 
True to the global consciousness of our contemporary world, there is a growing consensus among nations that 
creating a culture of aspiration is critical for promoting both social cohesion and economic growth. In addition to 
that culture is the importance of higher education institutions, their vitality, their quality, and their accessibility, as 
they are one of the most important keys to sustaining and enlarging that culture of aspiration. 
Globalization, supranational entities, and international frameworks, such as the European Union and the General 
Agreement on Trade and Services (GATS), are tugging at the once dominant role of nation-states in shaping 
political culture and institutions. Yet nations remain the most significant influence on the extent and vibrancy of 
educational institutions, particularly in more advanced economies that owe much of their present position to 
previous investment rates in education. The nation-state is not dead yet; indeed, its resilience or transformation into 
regional alliances may surprise globalists.xxviii 
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